Within the Christian religion, no writer has had the infl uence of shaping tradition more than Paul. Consequently, it is vital to understand the historical and literary background to his letters to assure a proper reading of the text. Geographical setting, authorship, thematic introduction and epistolary theory all provide important information to the exegete on how this text is to be interpreted and, consequently, place the exegete within a framework that helps prevent imposing modern ideas, concepts and culture onto the text.
Despite the prevalence of letter writing within the ancient world, it is surprising that there are very few references to the nature of the letter opening and its construction in the surviving ancient documents. In fact, the surviving epistolary handbook by Pseudo Demetrius, Τύποι ʼΕπιστολικοί, does not even discuss the formal features of the letter, but instead focuses on the different types of letters, which is actually a discussion of the letter topic. For modern scholars this absence is striking because from our perspective a handbook provides an outline of how things are accomplished. However, just as Stowers has expressed, "what is missing from the model letters and their explanations has been more striking than what Demetrius actually says." 1 Could it be that this absence provides for us an insight into Demetrius's expectations of his reading audience? In the study of Greek education, a number of scholars have come to the conclusion that training in letter writing occurred in the second level of schooling.
2 If this is the case, than Pseudo Demetrius's handbook would be directed at those who would already have epistolary training and would confi rm that basic letter construction was part of the Greek education system.
There are two ancient writers that do mention the nature of the opening and closing parts of a letter: Julius Victor and Pseudo Libanius. In his The Art of Rhetoric 27 (On Letter Writing), Julius states very briefl y, "the openings and conclusions of letters should conform with the degree of friendship (you share with the recipient) or with his rank, and should be written according to customary practice."
3 Julius is advocating the traditional use of the opening and closing, but suggests that some embellishment or augmentation might be appropriate in different situations. This can be seen in some of the familiar and Christian letters to indicate friendship. 4 This opinion was not held by Pseudo Libanius.
